
MINUTES of a MEETING of the SERVICES OVERVIEW AND SCRUTINY 
COMMITTEE held as a VIRTUAL MEETING on TUESDAY, 17 NOVEMBER 
2020 at 10.00a.m. 
 
Present: 
 
Councillors Steve Alderman, Rob Summons (Chairman), David Pugh (Vice-
Chairman), Jon Preston, Jamie Adams, Di Clements, Tim Evans, Brian Hall, 
Thomas Tudor, Tony Wilcox, John Cole, Stephen Joseph and 
Dr Simon Hancock. 
 
Members attending with Chairman’s Consent: 
 
Councillor Phil Baker (Cabinet Member with responsibility for Infrastructure) 
Councillor Michelle Bateman (Cabinet Member with responsibility for Housing) 
Councillor Jon Harvey (Cabinet Member with responsibility for Planning) 
Councillor Jacob Williams (Chairman of Planning Committee) 
 
Officers in Attendance: 
 
Steven Jones (Director of Community Services)  
Jeffrey Harries (Solicitor) 
Elieze Hinchcliffe (Democratic and Scrutiny Support Assistant)  
 
In attendance for part of meeting:  
 
Jonathan Griffiths (Director of Social Services and Housing) 
Jason Bennett (Head of Adult Care and Housing) 
David Popplewell (Chief Planning Officer) 
Sara Morris (Development Plans and Conservation Manager) 
Darren Thomas (Head of Infrastructure) 
Phillip Scott (Service Manager Adult Care)  
Andrew Davies-Wrigley (Private Sector Housing and Housing Strategy Manager) 
Susan Sanders (Democratic and Scrutiny Support Manager) 
Lydia Evans (Democratic and Scrutiny Support Officer) 
 
 

20. Apologies for absence  
 
There were no apologies received. 
 

21. Declarations of Interest  
 
There were no Declarations of Interest made at this point in the meeting. 
 

22. Minutes of Previous Meeting  
 
Moved by Councillor Rob Summons; Seconded by Councillor Brian Hall  
  

RESOLVED  
 
That the Minutes of the Meeting held on 22 September 2020 be 
approved as a correct record. 

 
23. Public Submission/Correspondence  
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There were no Public Submissions or items of correspondence received.  
 

24. Delivery of the Planning Service  
 
The Committee considered a report by the Director of Community Services on 
the operation of the Planning Service. 
 
The Cabinet Member for Planning introduced the item and highlighted the key 
points from the report; 
 

 Resources relating to the Planning Service had experienced a period of 

change over the last five years, driven by the requirement to meet budget 

reduction targets in order to be in line with the Medium Term Financial 

Plan. 

 

 It was highlighted that there were previously 73 full time members of staff 

in 2012, stated to have been reduced to 48 members of staff as of April 

2020. Additional pressures due to maternity and sickness leave were 

highlighted, stated to have created an impact on overall performance and 

posed a challenge in regards to recruitment, partly due to a reduced 

number of planning graduates going through the system. 

 

 Since coming into post, the Cabinet Member for Planning stated that 

additional resource had been sourced, where £100K gross budget was 

agreed in March for the Planning Service. 

 

 It was stated that the Council’s Corporate Management Team had 

reviewed the Planning division in order to address the structural staffing 

vacancies, where proposals had been progressed to enable the 

recruitment of additional Planning Officers. 

 

 In regards to Planning Application performance, it was stated that 

applications determined within the statutory time period of eight weeks 

had fallen from 90% in quarter three of 2018/19 and just under 80% in 

quarter one of 2020. 

 

 Planning Appeal performance was stated to have remained high, where 

11 appeals had been received since April 2020, nine of which were 

dismissed, with the remaining two being allowed additional time to comply.  

 

 In relation to COVID-19, the Planning Support Team were highlighted to 
be crucial to the delivery of the service, stating that an electronic planning 
application process had been set up, which allowed for the registration, 
validation, evaluation and issue of decision to be undertaken remotely. 
 

 In regards to the Ombudsman complaint’s, it was stated that there were 
five complaints in 2019/20, of which two were not investigated, one was 
considered an early resolution and one was rejected.  
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The Director of Community Services highlighted the need for a properly 
resourced Planning Service, stating its importance in ensuring a Local 
Development Plan that was robust and a Planning Development Management 
function that allowed staff to be able to determine applications in a timely and 
effective manner. It was then highlighted by the Chief Planning Officer that in 
order to meet the budget savings outlined within the Medium Term Financial 
Plan, when staff had left to join other authorities or to become planning 
consultants, those posts were stated to be kept vacant in order to meet the 
budget saving required. This was suggested to have had an impact on 
performance, where performance over the last two years had been at around 
80%, which was stated to be the Welsh Government target of performance 
required by Planning Authorities. Furthermore, it was mentioned that the 
Authority had dropped to 18th in the league table where smaller authorities were 
ahead, however, it was made known that these organisations made half the 
number of decisions that the Authority made in any quarter. 
 
The Director of Community Services described recruitment challenging for the 
Authority in general, highlighting the limited job opportunities within 
Pembrokeshire along with house prices being disproportionally more expensive, 
therefore increasing the difficulty to recruit. It was suggested to be difficult 
recruiting across the board, due to the grades for Planning Officers being lower 
compared to neighbouring planning authorities. The Graduate Planning Trainee 
Programme was mentioned, where the Director of Community Services 
suggested looking into this again.   Details of current recruitment for a Team 
Leader were highlighted together with plans for recruiting additional Planning 
Officers. 
 
The Chief Planning Officer then highlighted the challenges surrounding the 
electronic planning process which resulted in a longer process when signing off 
decisions. A point was then raised in regards to the Planning Service having the 
need to be consistently highlighted at Cabinet meetings, in order to reinforce the 
important nature of the service, as the current resource implications were having 
an impact on performance and recruitment. 
 
A question was raised about pay and grading differences between the Authority 
and neighbouring authorities. In response to this, the Chief Planning Officer 
stated that in terms of Planning Officer level, the grade was one below that of 
Ceredigion, which was stated to be £2k less. It was then highlighted to be two 
grades lower than Carmarthen, which resulted in £8k less. The Director of 
Community Services stated that the Authority previously had not had the budget 
to recruit new staff until now, alongside the fact that the volume of graduate 
planners was lower, resulting in less people available to employ. In terms of the 
issues surrounding recruitment and what could be done to aid this, the Chief 
Planning Officer stated the previous graduate planning scheme, where the 
process of training and helping new staff through the system had been a 
success, as previous participants within the scheme were said to now be leading 
teams. It was suggested however that some people would eventually look 
elsewhere to further their career to a higher level, in city areas for example. 
 
A point was raised about the Authority not being responsible for chasing 
additional information in relation to planning applications. In response to this, the 
Cabinet Member for Planning highlighted that where an application had been 
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submitted via an agent, the agent should be aware of any information required as 
part of that planning application. It was stated that if the information did not form 
part of the submission in a reasonable time frame of 14 days, then that 
application would not be validated. Likewise, in terms of applications submitted 
through the system, if additional information was required by Planning Officers 
and that was not produced within a timely manner, then the application would be 
refused due to lack of information.  
 
The Chair of Planning Committee raised concerns about the number of Planning 
application reports that had been withdrawn from the Planning Committee 
agenda by officers (as opposed to by applicants/against) at the “last minute”. 
Officers indicated that statistically this was a rare occurrence but nevertheless a 
matter that needed to be considered.   Late withdrawal decisions were only made 
when Planning and Legal officers considered there was a risk to the soundness 
of the recommendation/decision. 
 
In summary, it was highlighted by the Director of Community Services that if 
Members required the Planning Service to perform at a higher level, the need for 
more resource investment was necessary, within both the Development 
Management and the Development Plans and Conservation Team. As well as 
this, it was recommended that IT and support services were also in need of 
additional investment. Overall, the Director of Community Services stated that 
around £250k would be required in order to create a more robust Planning 
division that possessed the ability to become top performing across Wales. 
 
The Committee noted the report.  
 

25. Disabled Facilities Grants  
 
[Councillor Simon Hancock declared a personal interest during consideration of 
this item of business by virtue of being Chair of West Wales Care and Repair.] 
 
The Committee considered a report by the Director of Social Services and 
Housing on the delivery of adaptations through Disabled Facilities Grants. 
 
The Private Sector Housing and Housing Strategy Manager introduced the report 
and highlighted the following key points; 
 

 In regards to performance, it was highlighted that since 2014/15 there had 
been a steady improvement across all areas. 
 

 It was highlighted that due to COVID-19, actions such as staff going into 
homes to carry out assessments, properties being inspected and 
workmen going to undertake adaptations, had all been impacted. 
 

 It was stated that a vast majority of work had been put on hold, where 
there was a prevention of admission to hospital and where there were 
safety concerns. However, some work was still able to take place. These 
services were stated to be returning to a degree of normality along with 
added risk assessments. 
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A question was raised in relation to means testing and whether the possible end 
to this process would result in a considerable increase in the amount of work that 
Officers would have to undertake. The Private Sector Housing and Housing 
Strategy Manager stated that some people currently did not go through the grant 
process as they did not wish to divulge personal and financial information. It was 
highlighted that the means test had not been reviewed for around 15 years, 
therefore something simpler and more up to date may be looked into for the 
future. However, as a consultation process was underway, accurate information 
regarding the future of means testing was not available at this time. 
 
In response to a question regarding the funding for disabled adaptations where 
there was call for a more realistic figure within the budget, the Director of Social 
Services stated that the combination of Housing and Social Services along with 
the inclusion of the Chief Housing Officer, will allow the budget to be looked at in 
a more holistic way, enabling a correct accounting process to ensure a balanced 
budget. 
 
It was raised that A-frames outside shops, restaurants and properties were an 
issue in some towns and a solution was called for in regards to this problem. The 
Cabinet Member for Housing suggested that this could be raised through the 
Strategic Equalities Plan and that this access issue would be passed on to the 
Director for Education and the Cabinet Member for Education.  
 
The recommendation to review the contents of the report and to request an 
update on performance and progress at its meeting in October 2021 received no 
objections. The Committee also agreed to send a letter of thanks and 
appreciation to the staff involved. 
 

26. Covid-19 Recovery update  
 
[The following Declarations of Interest were made at this point in the meeting: 
 
Councillor Tony Wilcox declared a personal and prejudicial interest as his 
employers had received two grants from the Covid Recovery Fund. Councillor 
Tony Wilcox left the meeting at this point. 
 
Councillor Simon Hancock declared a personal interest as Curator at the 
Haverfordwest Town Museum which had received grant funding. 
 
Councillor Jonathan Preston declared a personal interest in relation to a family 
member being in receipt of a Small Business Grant. 
 
Councillor Tim Evans declared a personal interest as a Trustee of the 
Haverfordwest Town Museum. 
 
Councillor John Cole declared a personal interest. 
 
Councillor Di Clements declared a personal interest in relation to receiving a 
Covid Business Grant. 
 
Councillor David Pugh declared a personal interest in relation to his son 
receiving a Covid Business Grant. 
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Councillor Thomas Tudor declared a personal interest as a Trustee for the 
Haverfordwest Town Museum.] 
 
 
The Director of Community Services presented an update report on 
Pembrokeshire’s Economic Recovery and Regeneration Strategy for 2020-2030 
as considered by Cabinet on 14 September 2020 and he highlighted the 
following key points: 
 

 The Economic Recovery and Regeneration Plan was said to have been 
presented to Cabinet with a recommendation that the item be considered 
by a Scrutiny Committee, along with producing six-monthly updates for 
Cabinet and Scrutiny Committees. 
 

 It was stated that the focus was more on the implications of Brexit and 
how a deal or lack of a deal will impact the local economy. It was 
highlighted that a recent study produced by the Institute of Government 
that was currently being looked into, suggested that the economic impact 
of Brexit could be worse than that of Covid in the long run. 
 

 The work carried out between the Authority, Milford Haven Port Authority, 
Pembrokeshire College, National Parks and the Destination 
Pembrokeshire Partnership was highlighted, with the Director of 
Community Services stating that the plan aligned with the Authority’s 
existing Regeneration strategies and Corporate Policies. It was stated that 
the plan had a strong emphasis on connectivity within Pembrokeshire, by 
investing in good broadband and digital connections across the County in 
order to assist business recovery. 
 

 In order to respond to the recent Firebreak Lockdown, it was highlighted 
that grants were being utilised once again. In relation to the Economic 
Resilience Phase Three Grants, it was stated that the Authority had made 
1,692 payments, totalling £4.8 million. 
 

 The Brexit Preparedness Working Group was highlighted to have created 
a detailed Brexit Preparedness Plan which was stated to be going to 
Cabinet on 30 November 2020, then to Council on 10 December 2020. 
The plan was stated to address key issues and challenges that the 
Authority would be facing, such as financial pressures. 
 

 It was also mentioned that the Brexit Preparedness Working Group had 
been working with the Welsh Government, who required the 
establishment of border control points to be in place in the near future. 
These control points were stated to be able to deal with the checks 
needed to be undertaken, post transition period, on goods that would be 
coming into the Country from Ireland. 

 
In response to a question regarding the implications the border control points 
might have on the County, the Director of Community Services mentioned that 
the Government only produced the final version of the border operating model 



 
Services Overview and Scrutiny Committee  : 17.11.2020 

 

 

until 8 October 2020, therefore leaving Authorities little time to establish the 
requirements needed. It was then stated that HMRC were contacted, as well as 
the Director of Community Services writing a letter to Michael Gove, setting out 
the concerns around the implications on ports if border control points were not 
established. The Government was said to now be leading on border control 
points in Wales, where they have also appointed consultants who were said to 
be working with a cross departmental team, in order to look at the two smaller 
potential border control sites within the County. 
 
A question was raised in relation to supporting young entrepreneurs who started 
businesses 12 to 18 months ago, which ultimately made them ineligible for the 
grants offered by the Authority. In response, the Director of Community Services 
stated that the Welsh Government created a small grants scheme including 
payments of around £2,500, which supported 90-100 applications. It was 
understood that the Welsh Government would be looking into supporting more 
start up grants, but at the lower end of the grant amounts. However, whilst there 
was some support for these businesses, it was suggested to be nothing like the 
grants that had been available for existing businesses. 
 
In terms of unemployment, it was highlighted that since September 2020 ‘Claim 
and Count’ in terms of aged 16+, there was a 6% rate in Pembrokeshire 
compared to 6.1% in Wales overall. It was then stated that between the ages of 
18-24, there was a rate of 10.8% which was higher than the Welsh average of 
9.5%. The Director of Community Services stated that as part of research for the 
Recovery Plan, it was found that in coastal communities, particularly 
communities where there was low wage and seasonal work, as well as an impact 
on young people by the economic fallout from Covid, Pembrokeshire was in a 
difficult position compared to the rest of Wales. It was highlighted that the Kick 
Start Programme, focused on 16-24 year olds, provided six months of work at 25 
hours a week and was being actively promoted across the Council as well as 
businesses in Pembrokeshire.  
 
With regard to the future of Pembrokeshire’s town centres, it was suggested that 
due to Covid, there was an opportunity to focus on the Local Development Plan 
policies, to determine whether they were sufficiently flexible to enable changes 
that would inevitably take place in town centres as they move from core retail to 
more mixed-use developments. The Director of Community Services highlighted 
the possible use of Local Development Orders within Pembrokeshire, which 
would allow for the favour of development without the need to go through the 
entire planning process.  
 
The Committee noted the update report, and that the recommendation had been 
fulfilled. 
 

27. Notice of Motion relating to Lower Priory Flooding  
 
The Committee considered a Notice of Motion from Councillor Steve Joseph in 
the following terms: 
 
Whilst there is an ongoing investigation into the flooding in Lower Priory and 
Liddeston, I think it would be remorse of the Council to not suspend any 
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development that feeds in to the watercourses that flow in to both ponds until the 
problem is solved or at least properly understood. 
 
The Chairman advised that a full report relating to the Notice of Motion would be 
considered at the January meeting for full discussion. 
 

28. Forward Work Programme  
 
The Committee considered the Forward Work Programme for 2020-2021.  
 
The matter of the Budget was highlighted to be the main focus of the meeting 
due to take place in January, therefore the Chairman suggested working with 
Officers and Cabinet Members to simplify and condense the Forward Work 
Programme, in order to accommodate the matter of the Budget. 
 
It was also suggested that update reports on a monthly basis be done by the 
Community Safety Poverty and Regeneration Manager in relation to the Penally 
Camp situation, as an overview for the Committee. 
 
In order to give items the time they deserve, it was suggested that some agenda 
items would have to be pushed further to the future, in order to allow for a 
cohesive scrutiny meeting. 
 
 

The meeting ended at 2.05p.m. 
 
 
 


